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Abstract 
The growing occurrence and significance of labour migration from Bangladesh 
has become an important area of interest in policy research. However, little 
attention has been given to understand and study the inadequacies in policy that 
support cross border movements within irregular migration. This study has 
attempted to understand the gaps and challenges of existing policies and 
practices that influence regular and irregular labour migration processes from 
the source country perspective of Bangladesh. The primary survey of the study 
comprised of Bangladeshi migrant workers who were in the process of arranging 
the necessary travel documents for labour migration and those who have 
returned home from several destination countries. The study found that the most 
productive years of a labour migrant’s life is spent in the destination countries as 
relatively younger people, and also tend to migrate for jobs abroad. Moreover, 
the decision-making process to migrate is multidimensional and complex. The 
respondents were migrating due to a combination of structural and situational 
realities including economic and non-economic factors. However, an 
overwhelming majority in cited economic gains as the most important factor. 
Italy is the most favored destination for both aspirant and returnee migrants, 
with more than 61 percent of them planning to go to that country, followed by the 
UK, Germany, France and Spain. The study probably will help better understand 
the trends and practices of labour migration, and that the recommendations will 
provide a reference for government and non-government stakeholders at 
regional and national levels to strengthen accountability systems for informed 
and empowered labour migration. 
Keywords: migration, decision-making, structural, Bangladesh, 
Europe 
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BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 
The history of migration to every EU member 
state varies for a number of reasons; the 
minority ethnic composition of each 
European state has thus developed as a result 
of differing combinations of elements. 
Primarily, many countries have significant 
indigenous ethnic minorities, such as the 
Saami of northern Scandinavia, the Roma of 
East and Central Europe, and the Basque of 
northern Spain and southern France; most of 
these minorities appear to experience 
discrimination and victimisation no less than 
immigrant minorities and this shapes the 
context into which new migrants arrive. 
However, immigration of comparatively 
recent date is the route by which most 
minorities have become established. This 
immigration has been shaped by a number of 
factors, the most obvious of which is the 
imperial or colonial history of the state. Thus 
over the past 50 years or more, the UK (from 
Bangladesh, Pakistan, India, Sri Lanka, Hong 
Kong, much of sub-Saharan Africa, 
Malaysia, Singapore and most of the 
Caribbean), the Netherlands (Netherlands 
Antilles, Surinam and Indonesia), Belgium 
(Democratic Republic of Congo, Rwanda 
and Burundi), France (West, Central and 
North Africa, Guyana, and parts of SE Asia), 
Portugal (Angola, Guinea Bissau and 
Mozambique) and, to a lesser extent, Italy, 
Spain and Germany, have each experienced 
substantial immigration from former colonial 
territories. 
Some of this immigration was facilitated 
initially by notions of shared citizenship, but 
from the beginning of this period much was 
promoted for economic reasons. Labour 
shortages after the Second World War, in 
particular in poorly-paid sectors of 
reconstructing European economies, led to 
significant immigration from former 
colonies. Many of these colonies were very 
poor relative to the former imperial powers; 
thus there were strong ‘push’ factors at work. 
As demand for labour weakened, and 
domestic political pressure to prevent 
immigration strengthened, often stirred up by 
racist formulations, movement slowed 
considerably and was increasingly limited to 
allowing wives and children of those already 
resident in the ‘host country’ to enter. Indeed, 
in some countries, such as the UK and 
France, there were attempts - resisted 
politically from the left to seek the 
repatriation of immigrants when western 
economies came under pressure from the 
1970s OPEC ‘oil shocks’ (Weill 1997). Many 
commentators have argued that increasingly 
restrictive immigration policy, whilst 
appearing to have a rational basis, has itself 
contributed to racism and racial violence. 
After the immediate post-war period, 
however, demand for labour was not met 
solely by supply from former colonies. In 
many cases, labour was supplied from 
countries which were either physically close 
or which had, by western European 
standards, underdeveloped economies and 
low wage structures. The migration of Greek 
and Turkish men to German car factories was 
typical of this phenomenon. As some of these 
formerly ’underdeveloped’ economies have 
themselves ‘developed’, they have in turn 
become ‘receiving’ as opposed to ‘sending’ 
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countries: thus Italy, in the period after the 
war, lost many of its young men to more 
northern European labour markets but, in the 
last 20 years, has gained men from North 
Africa and women from Latin America. Italy 
has until recently admitted huge numbers of 
immigrants each year, mostly Latin 
American women employed as domestic 
workers and North African men self-
employed or as construction workers 
(Mannan & Krueger 2000). In some 
countries, too, former emigrants have 
returned to their country of origin. In EU 
member states with a substantial foreign 
population, two-thirds came from the former 
Yugoslavia, Turkey, East and Central 
Europe. The numbers and proportions of 
those from East and Central Europe have 
increased substantially. The UK and France 
were notable exceptions to this pattern, for 
historical reasons, but some countries, 
particularly the UK. In recent years, as East 
and Central Europe has become the eastern 
borderland of the enlarged EU, these 
countries themselves have experienced 
inward migration from countries further to 
the east, for example from the Ukraine and 
from Moldova (Mannan & Kozlov 1997). 
Over the last 50 years, the two major sources 
of economic migration to most EU member 
states have thus been the earlier migration 
from former colonial territories outside the 
EU, and the more recent migration from 
countries which may have earlier been 
outside the EU but are now within it. Of 
course, many of the latter have been 
‘sending’ countries as much as, or more than, 
they have been ‘receiving’ countries. Some 
EU member states have relaxed immigration 
controls to permit entry of skilled 
professionals to certain identified 
professions. However, given the structural 
position of most immigrants in local labour 
markets and despite particular local features, 
it is highly probable that the great proportion 
of these in-migrating workers will continue, 
as they do now, to find employment in less 
skilled, low paid and insecure sectors of these 
economies (Mannan & Krueger 1998). 
A final important and relatively recent 
migration phenomenon has been the recent 
growth in numbers of refugees and asylum-
seekers seeking political sanctuary in 
European states from the civil wars and 
violence which have characterised several 
parts of Africa, Asia and the eastern margins 
of Europe itself (Mannan & Kozlov 1999). 
The flow of refugees to particular national 
destinations may in part have been shaped by 
colonial links, i.e. the fact that citizens of 
former colonies are likely to speak the 
language of the former colonial power and 
may well have friends or relatives already 
living there. However, it appears also to be 
influenced by opportunity, by the perceived 
‘generosity’ of the host national regime 
towards immigrants, or at least familiarity 
with institutional and legal structures and 
policies, and by the refugees’ sense of the 
ease with which differing countries may be 
entered. This responsiveness may be 
perceived in differing ways. 
In summary, all EU members states have a 
unique mix of migrant populations, some 
settled for many years and part of the general 
minority ethnic population within that 
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country, others more recent economic 
migrants, many of whom intend, at least on 
arrival, to return fairly quickly to their 
country of origin (Mannan & Krueger 1996). 
Additionally, each country has a substantial 
number of irregular migrants, which is hard 
to determine precisely for obvious reasons. 
Despite these differing early histories, most 
countries now have a very diverse mix of 
immigration patterns, with some 
experiencing a mix of immigration, transit 
and emigration (Mannan & Kozlov 1995). 
Also strongly shaping this experience is the 
paradox of free movement within the EU 
alongside a growing tendency towards what 
is called the ‘Fortress Europe’ mentality, 
whereby borders are harshly policed to keep 
out what are regarded as ‘undesirable’ 
migrants. Attempts to sidestep EU border 
controls have led to thousands drowning in 
trying to cross the Mediterranean in small 
boats, or freezing to death in lorries crossing 
the Channel or other heavily policed borders. 
OBJECTIVES 
The study has the following objectives: 
To understand how individuals arrive at 
migration decisions, to what extent those 
decisions reflect individual aspirations, and 
what kind of role the household plays in the 
decision-making process.  
To understand and analyze migrants face 
similar or different social, legal and 
economic conditions in making migration 
decisions. 
To find and comprehend the links between 
the various agents/agencies operating in both 
regular and irregular channels. 
To study the dynamics and modus operandi 
of informal channels of migration. 
To review and recommend good practices on 
both policy and operational aspects for 
improved welfare and protection of migrant 
workers. 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Naturalisation and citizenship is a significant 
outcome at least for those migrants wishing 
to make a new home within EU countries, 
and has been identified as a key factor in 
promoting integration. It is not possible to 
summarise every country’s stance but a few 
examples of differing approaches can be 
given. 
The UK has no written political constitution 
and the meaning of citizenship is therefore 
open to political and legal interpretation. 
Most commentators take Marshall’s (1950) 
taxonomy of rights as sketching the outlines 
of what it means to be a British citizen. This 
covers civil rights, political rights; and social 
rights. These rights do not, however, have 
equal weight and in the UK context, access to 
all of them, and particularly social rights, are 
strongly associated with access to income 
and wealth (Dean & Melrose 1999). 
Marshall’s taxonomy in any case has been 
overtaken both by recognition of the need to 
assert the rights of women alongside men, the 
rights to reproduction and to participation 
(Lister 2002) and, in the context of the 
increasing heterogeneity of national 
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populations, the introduction of a category of 
cultural rights, that is, the right to be 
culturally different in a society where civil, 
political and social rights are open to all 
(Castles 2000). However, as Lister and others 
argue (Lister 2001 2002), this emphasis on 
paid work devalued care work, in terms of 
looking after children or elderly or disabled 
dependents, thus effectively limiting 
women’s ability to achieve full citizenship, 
and also limits the citizenship rights of those 
not in the labour market. Recent restrictions 
placed on the social and economic rights of 
refugees and asylum-seekers further 
constrain their ability to achieve citizenship 
rights equivalent to those of the majority 
population (Bloch & Schuster 2002). 
Essentially, however, despite there being no 
constitutional basis for it, citizenship within 
the UK is ascribed by a legal process and has 
largely reflected jus soli (right of soil), the 
right of residence, although for many 
migrants in the 1960s and 1970s it was 
ascribed through jus sanguinis (blood ties). 
In France, citizenship is based on the 
‘republican’ conception, introduced by the 
1789 French Revolution, and reinforced by 
the republican constitutional regime since the 
1880s. From a juridical perspective, ‘rights’ 
are linked to the nationality of citizens. The 
1803 Napoleonic Civil Code implemented, 
the right based on blood, which, at that time, 
contrasted with the dominant conception 
elsewhere in Europe. This was abolished in 
1889 and replaced by jus soli (the right based 
on place) because of low fertility rates, and in 
order to integrate into the army the sons of 
immigrants born in France (Weill 1997). 
Beyond rights and entitlements, and in a 
more sociological (Durkheimian) 
perspective, the social dimension of 
citizenship also refers, in the French context, 
to social integration in the Nation, defined, by 
Renan among others as a common set of 
values shared by all citizens, regardless of 
ethnic, cultural and religious characteristics 
(Heckmann 1999). The debate which 
surfaced at the beginning nowadays 
concerning the law intending to ban the use 
of religious symbols, including the Muslim 
hejab (head scarf), is an example of this ‘anti-
communitarianist’ conception of citizenship. 
In Germany, the concept of citizenship still 
remains strongly related to heritage and 
blood. German discussion on minorities 
remains concentrated on post-World War II 
immigrants and does not refer to distinct 
ethnic minorities living in Germany for 
centuries, such as the Danish minority in 
northern Germany or Serbs in eastern 
Saxony, each possessing recognised rights as 
a cultural minority, but well-integrated into 
German society. Discussion thus focuses on 
two distinct immigrant groups: a) those with 
ethnic German backgrounds, the so-called 
Aussiedler (resettlers), mainly from former 
USSR or eastern European states (of whom 
about 2.7 million migrated between 1987 and 
1999) and b) foreign immigrants. The two 
discussions remain only weakly connected. 
In recent years, debates about citizenship 
have begun to recognise the rights of those of 
Turkish and Greek origin in particular who 
have lived and worked in the country for 
many years (with the status of Gastarbeiter 
(guest workers), who it was presumed would 
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return home) but have only now had the 
possibility of fuller citizenship status opened 
up to them or at least to their children. 
These different understandings of 
citizenship, together with the patterns of 
migration, and a growing and widespread 
trend toward racism and xenophobia, all 
discussed earlier, thus shape the context 
within which the notion of integration can be 
understood in different countries. Domestic 
‘race relations' policies have also tended to 
harden towards ethnic minorities and this has 
impacted specifically on attitudes and policy 
towards migrants. In many member states, 
what have become relatively liberal 
‘multicultural’ regimes over the past 30 years 
have been under attack, with critics arguing 
that they allowed people from other cultures 
to enjoy the rights but ignore the 
responsibilities that living in another country 
might bring, and effectively to live separate 
lives. This view has been strongly contested 
both rhetorically and by research evidence, 
but political demands on minorities. The 
political and thus policy direction of travel in 
many countries has been to imply that 
minorities need to do more to integrate with 
HCNs, with national governments, as in the 
UK, Germany and France, blaming the 
disturbances in many cities during the late 
2000s on the unwillingness of minorities to 
integrate (Cantle 2002). The particular form 
this policy trend has taken, and the language 
used to describe it, obviously differs between 
countries to some degree.  
Within a growing literature on the meaning 
of integration, one of the most influential 
early analyses is that has significance for 
other migrants. Castles et al 2001, p.12), from 
a very wide-ranging review of the literature, 
had suggested that there was ‘no single 
generally accepted definition, theory or 
model of immigrant and refugee integration.’ 
The concept continues to be controversial 
and hotly debated. One driver has been that 
integration has become a clear policy goal for 
governments and a desired outcome built into 
many projects working with migrants of 
different kinds, particularly refugees. 
Achievement in these domains was not to be 
seen simply as an outcome of integration but 
as a means to the end of integration, and 
acting as a means of achievement in other 
areas. The three key elements which shape 
integration are about achieving public 
outcomes equivalent to those within the 
wider host communities; social connection 
with their own community, with members of 
other communities and with relevant services 
and functions of the state; and having 
sufficient linguistic competence, cultural 
knowledge, a sense of security and stability 
reflecting shared notions of nationhood and 
citizenship. The connections between the 
domains are important: thus, as the authors 
argue (p.15) ‘housing structures much of 
refugees’ experience of integration. Housing 
conditions impact a community’s sense of 
security and stability, opportunities for social 
connection and access to healthcare, 
education and employment.’ 
Putnam’s (2002) explores that integration 
would be more problematic for migrants 
having regular contact with co-ethnic people. 
The authors found that those having good co-
ethnic contact also had good contact with 
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HCNs. Interestingly, health appeared to be 
less significant than the other three key 
domains we are reporting here but perhaps, as 
these authors note, because health issues only 
became important when people became ill. In 
the French approach to integration, however, 
the republican tradition has tended to 
generate an assimilationist model where 
cultural identities are privatised. The impact 
of the debates between secularism and some 
Islamic norms pushed the French government 
into a tougher stance which included attempts 
to impose dress codes. As several 
commentators have noted, the invisibilisation 
of ‘race’ in official statistics makes it difficult 
to understand what the impact of integration 
policies might be. It is well known that many 
migrants to France suffer from poverty and 
marginalisation and that racism is on the 
increase. At present it appears that France has 
no effective integration model other than to 
insist that individual migrants adopt French 
culture and norms in every way and, at least 
publicly, to obscure adherence to other values 
or norms. The general framework is set by the 
national state but it is left to provincial and 
local government to manage the tensions 
resulting from what is in reality largely a 
policy vacuum. 
Most of the projects listed here cover a range 
of domains and indicators with some 
provisional assessment of the factors which 
facilitate or hinder integration, but because 
they do cover a wide range of domains, the 
analysis is not generally very detailed. 
Therefore, we look at the literature relating to 
projects or studies which have focused on one 
or at the most two domains, which provides 
information on facilitative or obstructing 
factors in much greater detail. There is again 
quite a wide range of literature, so once more 
we have had to be selective in our choice of 
material. For ease of reading, we have 
underlined the key issues which emerge in 
terms of either facilitators for or barriers to 
integration. Please bear in mind also that this 
is to some degree a meta-review since many 
of the papers referred to be themselves 
reviews of relevant literature. 
Education is clearly a fundamental building 
block for other aspects of integration. The 
two most critical factors in the education 
domain are fluency in the host country’s 
language and a qualification which is 
recognised locally. In some countries, such as 
France, the acquisition of fluency in language 
skills is the basis of a formal contract between 
migrants and the local state, requiring that 
migrants pass both written and oral tests. 
However, given that education provision is 
usually the responsibility of the local state, 
this may lead to significant variations in the 
quality and availability of support for the 
acquisition of language skills between 
different areas. Arrival in a host country with 
a higher level overseas qualification will help 
in job-seeking but is less significant than a 
host country qualification. In the Netherlands 
and other countries, high rates of early drop-
out and unemployment amongst young 
migrant people has been attributed largely to 
their own actions; counter to this, a 
substantial amount of research (Gilborn & 
Mirza 2000) demonstrates the continuing 
impact of racism within the education system 
which, despite some contradictory trends 
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within certain migrant groups, impedes 
educational attainment for minority and 
migrant young people. Additionally the 
appropriateness of education at the top end of 
secondary school is often questionable. This 
has led in some countries to an increased 
focus on vocational education opportunities. 
Such evidence seems to contradict the 
recorded motivation and increasing 
educational attainment of migrant children 
and points more to increasing segmentation 
between different groups. This differentiation 
is apparent also in established minorities 
where children of Indian and Chinese origin 
tend to do much better than most other 
minority children in terms of educational 
attainment. 
Although access to healthcare might seem to 
be a critical element for supporting the 
general wellbeing of migrants and their 
ability to participate in the labour market 
specifically and community life more 
generally, and thus should be a significant 
part of any programme of integration at local 
level, the social sciences and policy literature 
is relatively sparse in this territory with very 
little identifying the connections between 
healthcare and integration. The factors which 
shape the possibility of good labour market 
outcomes for migrants and the prospect of 
enhanced integration into the host country are 
largely structural in nature. Employment is an 
important means for avoiding poverty. 
Although a migrant's status may have a 
significant impact on their medium- and 
long-term prospects, the fact remains that 
most enter countries characterised by 
deepening levels of poverty, increased 
inequality and a context shaped by racism 
and discrimination. Most therefore enter the 
labour market in positions which are low 
paid, low skill and with poor working 
conditions. In many countries too there 
appears to be an overwhelming concern, both 
in terms of policy and political and public 
discourse, with the impact of migrants in the 
labour market rather than with the issue of 
integration, whether in wider society, in the 
labour market specifically or within the 
workplace. 
Long-term migration from Bangladesh is not 
a new phenomenon, however, not many 
research based literature could be traced 
having comprehensively covered this issue. 
For example, during the British era, a large 
number of Bengalis migrated to Burma and 
Assam. Later, large scale immigration 
occurred to UK and US. The nineteenth and 
early-twentieth century, as per speculation, 
was a time when many groups of Sylheti 
landless peasants found wok at the dockyards 
of Hooghli once they realized the little job 
prospects for them in their homeland. At this 
time, many of them are speculated to have 
joined British merchant ships (Alam 1988). 
There had been also many people who did not 
come from sea-adjoined areas such as Sylhet, 
and thus had low levels of experience with it, 
who also joined the British merchant navy 
ships at the sight of what they deemed was a 
golden job opportunity, but worked as mainly 
‘Khalashis’, cooks, cook-mates and cleaners. 
Experts on Sylheti migration speculate that, 
this group did not have much experience with 
the sea and they jumped ship at the first 
opportunity (Alam 1988). Eventually, this 
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‘ship-hopping’ tendency has led to small 
settlements of Bengalis being found near the 
docks in a number of countries such as 
Burma, Hong Kong, Singapore, the UK, and 
the US. Naff (1993) states that a number of 
Bengali immigrants settled in Latin America 
believing it to be the US. However, written 
documents on Bengali immigrations show 
that a small number of Bengalis jumped ship 
in major US port cities, Detroit and 
Michigan, around the 1920s and 1930s. This 
sea-jumping tendency explains the Bengali 
settlements in London, Liverpool and Bristol, 
mainly by Sylhetis, from sea-men who 
jumped ship in the UK. 
Apart from USA and UK, many Bangladeshi 
long term migrants had gone to other 
countries of different continents including 
Italy, Australia, Greece, Canada, Spain, 
Germany, France, Netherlands, Belgium, 
Sweden, Norway, Switzerland, Japan, 
Malaysia, Singapore, South Africa, and also 
in most of the Middle Eastern countries 
including Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Iran, Iraq, 
Bahrain, Jordan, UAE at different point in 
time either as students, workers, 
professionals or as simply visitors since 
1970s and many of them started living in 
those countries permanently with their 
families after they were naturalized. It is also 
known that many of them are living and 
working in those countries without any legal 
residence permit. In the absence of the data, 
it is difficult to determine the actual number 
of these long-term migrant populations living 
in these countries, their demographic and 
occupational profiles. 
 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
The study employed quantitative and 
qualitative research tools and techniques for 
the purpose of collecting the data for the 
research from July 2001 to July 2002. The 
quantitative methods used were structured 
questionnaires for the migrants in 
Bangladesh. The qualitative methods 
included semi-structured interviews with 
stakeholders, FGDs, and field observations. 
Secondary data analysis in the form of media 
tracking and other desk reviews was also 
undertaken. The primary sample groups of 
the study were Bangladeshi migrant workers 
who were either  
(i) Aspirant (350 respondents) foreign labour 
migrants: individuals who were in the 
process of arranging necessary travel 
documents for labour migration from 
Bangladesh 
(ii) Returnee (350 respondents) foreign 
labour migrants: individuals who have 
returned home from labour destination 
countries.  
Secondary sample study group included (a) 
various national level experts, stakeholders, 
concerned UN officials and embassy 
personnel, and (b) recruitment agencies and 
individual agents/brokers. 
DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 
Table 1.1 presents the age distribution of 
migrants surveyed, showing that relatively 
younger people tend to migrate. More than 
half (59%) of the respondents were under 30 
years of age. The table also shows that the 
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propensity to migrate diminishes as people 
get older. Returnee labour migrants were 
predominantly in their mid-thirties 57 percent 
in Bangladesh. The education level of 
migrants surveyed. The largest proportion of 
Bangladeshi migrants had completed 
secondary level or above. This finding stands 
in sharp contrast to the general perception 
that most labour migrants are poorly 
educated or illiterate. 
Table 1.1: Socio-demographic profile 
Descriptions Aspirant  Returnee 
Age   
21-30 59.0 4.0 
31-40 22.0 57.0 
41-50 9.0 20.0 
51-60 5.0 13.0 
61-70 3.0 6.0 
71 and above 2.0 0.0 
Education Level   
No any formal education 10.0 17.0 
SSC 30.0 17.0 
HSC 56.0 55.0 
Graduated 3.0 8.0 
Post-graduated 1.0 3.0 
Marital Status   
Married 61.0 20.0 
Unmarried 37.0 77.0 
Others 2.0 3.0 
Household Size   
Upto-3 9.0 16.0 
4-6 64.0 51.0 
7-9 20.0 22.0 
10 and above 7.0 11.0 
Earning Person   
Parents 43.0 26.0 
Sibling 29.0 62.0 
Self 3.0 4.0 
Spouse 18.0 5.0 
Others 7.0 3.0 
Occupation   
Unemployed 23.0 19.0 
Self-employed 32.0 33.0 
Agriculture 11.0 13.0 
Service 10.0 14.0 
Skilled Labour 5.0 4.0 
Unskilled Labour 17.0 16.0 
Others 2.0 1.0 
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The marital status of labour migrants 
showing a 61 percent of aspirant migrants 
reported being unmarried. A higher 
proportion of returnee migrants than aspirant 
migrants reported being married, as many 
labour migrants prefer to defer marriage until 
they have returned from abroad. The family 
size of respondent households. About 64 
percent of all migrant households surveyed in 
Bangladesh reported that their family size 
was six members or less. In most cases, 
significant number of respondents 
themselves was found to be the primary 
earners in their households, followed by 
parents or parents-in-law and siblings. 
Aspirant migrants were asked about their 
current occupation. The largest number 
reported that they were unemployed, almost 
32 percent were engaged in some form of 
self-employed, mostly petty trading, and 17 
percent worked in agriculture. About 14 
percent of Bangladeshi aspirant migrants 
were unskilled labourers. 
This paper explores the diversity of the 
foreign labour migrants sample size for the 
purpose of this research. It is evident that 
most of the people below the age of 30 years 
travel aboard for job opportunity. The diverse 
social, economic and educational clusters 
including the age, family size and current 
occupations of the respondents and the 
principle earners in their households were 
explored. The variance in the education level 
indicated that the general believe that labour 
migrants are illiterate or semi-literate is not 
an accurate assumption. The data also 
indicates that majority of the aspiring 
migrants are unemployed or in low-end 
employment and majority of them are 
economically dependent on their family 
members. However, in most cases the 
returnee migrant has taken this role as the 
primary income earner after his/her migration 
experience. 
The decision to become a labour migrant is a 
complex and multidimensional process. 
Many factors influence this decision-making 
process. This paper attempts to identify the 
factors that contribute to an individual’s 
decision to migrate and its process. It also 
attempts to track the migrant’s journey from 
home to destination. Respondents were asked 
about the factors that contributed to their 
decision to migrate for jobs aboard. The 
question was open-ended and provoked a 
wide range of responses. These responses 
have been broadly categorized under two 
headings: economic and non-economic 
factors. The economic factors have been 
further divided into two sub-categories, 
economic uplift and human development 
outcomes as the multiplier effect to the 
economic growth. 
As shown in Table 1.2, the two sets of 
variables within the economic factors draw 
close linkages that the financial changes 
deliver in a migrant’s life, in many cases 
providing better opportunities and standard 
of living for the migrants and his/her family 
members, as the most important factor for 
decision-making. Almost 83 percent of 
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Bangladeshi aspirant migrants pointed to 
factors in this category. They included the 
wish to attain financial solvency, reduce/ 
overcome debts, desire to improve income, 
and savings, the desire to escape poverty and 
unemployment at home, the desire to get out 
of debt, and low profit in their business. 
The other factor, as outcome of the economic 
uplift leads to social and economic changes, 
thus providing access to resources such as 
health, education, security, economic 
opportunities and other aspects that lead to 
the well-being of the migrant and his/her 
family members. A significant number of 
aspirant migrants (71 percent) viewed this as 
an instrumental factor for the decision 
making. Some of the factors identified were 
higher income, the ability to support their 
family, greater ability to save and better 
futures for their children. Thus, it can be 
summarized that in terms of economic 
factors, migrants were driven by a desire to 
improve their standard of living and gain 
greater economic independence. This was not 
only an individual, but family aspiration in 
terms of specific improvement in the quality 
of life as indicated by access to economic 
security, education, and other resources. 
It can be observed that non-economic factors 
such as adverse conditions at home, favorable 
conditions abroad, demonstration effects, 
inducement by an agent, family or friends; 
escaping an abusive spouse, and illness or 
sudden death of a principal member of family 
have a signification impact upon migration 
decisions. This was particularly true for 
women within the context of patriarchal 
traditions, as they feel that they can achieve 
independence and economic empowerment 
by leaving the existing unfavorable situation 
to pursue what they perceive to be, good job 
opportunities abroad and greater 
independence abroad. However, given the 
process of migration that they choose and the 
limited access to other resources/information 
required for the safe migration makes the 
reality often different from their expectation. 
More than 51 percent of returnee migrants 
stated that favorable conditions abroad 
figured prominently in their migration 
decision. The presence of a spouse or 
relatives in the destination country and the 
assurance of secure employment and wages 
were important elements in this category. 
Among other factors, easy availability of a 
visa or a visa sent by relatives and the 
affordability of migration to the destination 
country were cited as other favorable factors. 
Inducement to migrate by an agent, family or 
friends was also an important factor, as was 
the demonstration effect, the effect of 
witnessing the successful migration of other 
people in the community. 
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Table 1.2: Factors Contributing and Destination to the Decision to Migrate 
Factors Aspirant (%) Returnee (%) 
Economic Factors   
Attain financial solvency 43.0 61.0 
Low income  12.0 18.0 
For savings 8.0 3.0 
Unemployed at home 16.0 6.0 
Higher income 2.0 4.0 
Better opportunities 17.0 6.0 
Others 2.0 2.0 
Non-Economic Factors   
Family problems 20.0 19.0 
Political problem 9.0 11.0 
Spouse in destination 21.0 20.0 
Relative/Friend in destination 28.0 29.0 
Others 22.0 21.0 
Countries   
Italy 61.0 58.0 
United Kingdom 19.0 12.0 
Germany 10.0 15.0 
France 6.0 8.0 
Spain 4.0 7.0 
There was quite a bit of variation in the 
choice of destination country reported by 
Bangladeshi migrants. Italy was the most 
favored destination for aspirant migrants, 
with more than 61 percent of them planning 
to go to that country, followed by the UK (19 
percent), Germany (10 percent), France (6 
percent) and Spain (4 percent). However, 
Italy was also the most common destination 
country of returnee migrants (58 percent). 
As shown in Table 1.3, the preference for low 
skilled jobs formed the largest group for the 
aspiring migrants. Only 26 percent of 
Bangladeshis were looking for work that 
required skills, including driving, electrical 
work, manufacturing and painting, more than 
18 percent of their counterparts were 
targeting work in the construction sector. 
Upon further investigation, it was noted that 
most of the Bangladeshi aspirant migrants 
who were looking for jobs in the construction 
sector had no specialized skills in any of the 
construction trades such as electrician, 
plumber, glass worker, fitter, turner and 
binder. Even though as illustrated in the study 
above that the migrants had some level of 
formal education, the educational 
qualifications did not align to the skills and 
experience to be absorbed in the formal 
skilled or semi-skilled jobs sectors in the 
international labour market, thus, 
significantly contributing to a migrant’s 
choice of work and the destination countries 
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that they end up going to which also defines 
the migration decision-making process. The 
migration decisions and its process are 
influenced by the economic and political 
context of the country of origin where the 
roles are greatly defined by the social 
positions, access to resources, and gender 
classification of the labour market in the 
country.  
 
Table 1.3: Work Chosen and Decision-Making Process by Aspirant Migrants 
Type of employment Aspirant (%) Returnee (%) 
Unskilled 41.0 39.0 
Semi-Skilled 4.0 6.0 
Skilled 26.0 24.0 
Domestic services 6.0 8.0 
Construction 18.0 16.0 
Self-employed 3.0 4.0 
Other services 2.0 3.0 
Role of the individuals   
Self 61.0 59.0 
Spouse 1.0 3.0 
Household head 15.0 13.0 
Jointly 5.0 7.0 
Household members 2.0 3.0 
Relative/Friend  12.0 10.0 
Others 4.0 5.0 
The migration decision-making process was 
an important consideration of the study. A 
large majority (61 percent) of respondents 
stated that they themselves made the 
decision. This suggests that migration 
decisions are heavily influenced by 
individual aspirations. However, a fair 
percentage of Bangladeshi respondents also 
reported having made a participative decision 
with their family members. 
Initial contact with the intermediaries by 
returnee migrants and aspiring migrants 
showed that many of these contacts were 
established through social relations. The 
intermediaries are usually a part of the 
migrants’ community who invest on social 
relations to fulfill their self-interest. The 
intermediaries are friends, family, 
community members, and other returnee 
migrants who build trust with the potential 
migrants and guide them on the process. 
Table 1.4 below indicates that more than 61 
percent of Bangladeshi returnee migrants 
stated that they met the person through 
friends. Almost 30 percent of returnee 
respondents reported that they personally 
knew the person from earlier. This clearly 
implies that there is a significant communal 
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influence upon migration decisions. It is 
interesting to note that in only small 
percentage (9 percent) of migrants made 
contacts with labour migration agencies 
through newspaper advertisements. Thus, it 
is evident that the start of migration for most 
people is initiated through the extra-legal 
channel, the intermediaries, who connect 
them to the recruitment agencies or 
individuals that can further their process. 
Table 1.4: Returnee and Aspirant Migrants way of the documents processing 
Sources Aspirant (%) Returnee (%) 
Personal acquaintance 29.0 30.0 
Through household member 6.0 4.0 
Through relatives 9.0 10.0 
Through friends 39.0 41.0 
Through neighbors 4.0 3.0 
Through agents 9.0 9.0 
Advertisement 1.0 2.0 
Others 3.0 1.0 
When questioned about the aspirant 
migrants’ relationship with the intermediary 
agent, 29 percent of migrants stated that they 
personally knew the intermediary. In the 
latter case, friends were the most important 
sources through which the facilitator was 
contacted (39 percent). This further confirms 
the point that people find it easier and more 
accessible to initiate the migration process 
through the informal channels via friends, 
family or acquaintances rather than 
contacting authorized or licensed agencies 
directly through more official channels. Due 
to the access and interaction with the 
intermediary agents, the respondents tend to 
trust the agents more than the recruitment 
agencies and other formal mechanisms set up 
by the government. 
To gain insight into the journey that migrants 
undertake, it was important to know how they 
procured the necessary travel documents. 
One can see from Table 1.4 that just a handful 
of aspirant migrants, a small percent were 
facilitated by their parents, spouses, siblings, 
relatives, neighbors, and friends. This depicts 
how the migration process is heavily 
influenced by brokers and recruitment 
agencies. The migrants have very little 
control over the process once they initiate the 
contact with the intermediary agents/brokers, 
leaving them vulnerable to exploitation as 
they often have little knowledge of these 
processes; and giving the intermediary agent/ 
broker greater control of the situation. 
Respondents were asked about the role that 
their respective families played in their 
migration process. Over 59 percent of 
aspirant migrants and 61 percent of returnee 
migrants stated that they received financial 
support from their families. Even though the 
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decision to migrate was based on an 
individual choice, the data illustrates a vital 
role of the family members to support the 
migrants’ overseas work. Migrants reported 
other forms of support from their families, 
neighbors and friends, including 
encouragement to migrate and sending a 
work permit from overseas in some cases. 
Therefore, a better understanding of the 
support systems can assessed through various 
forms of help provided by the family 
members to the migrants. Though one third 
of returnee migrants stated that they did not 
receive any help from their families; the role 
and support of family remained critical to 
large number of migrants. 
The process of decision-making is dependent 
on two broad economic and non-economic 
factors that eventually lead to the 
improvement in the quality of life for the 
migrants and his/her family members. While 
the economic uplift mainly considers factors 
such as expansion of income sources and 
improved financial conditions at home, the 
development indicator, as a direct outcome of 
increased income leads to better quality of 
life due to access to better opportunities and 
resources in a migrant’s life. The non-
economic factors such as domestic violence, 
adverse conditions within the family, and 
exploitation were noted as significant 
contributing factors for decision-making. 
Even with a significant level of education 
amongst the respondents interviewed, many 
cited unskilled jobs such as their first 
preference. Upon further investigation, the 
research found that the educational 
backgrounds attained by the migrants are not 
geared to address skills demand in the 
international labour market of the destination 
countries. The choice of job selection for 
various factors such as lack of skills, pre-
existing social roles, access to opportunities 
as well as high demand in the ‘care economy’ 
especially in private homes as drivers of 
decision-making. 
Though the decision to migrate was in an 
individual decision triggered by the 
economic and non-economic factors, the 
research illustrates a vital role of the family 
members and community members for prior 
consultations, support system during the 
migration process, significant source of 
information, and contacts to facilitate the 
initial process. The reliance of informal 
social networks within the migrants’ 
community often connects them to the 
intermediaries within their community. The 
aspiring migrants in the country consider the 
information based on the family members 
and friends’ advices and/or past experiences 
a more desirable help than other sources. The 
centralized operations of the recruitment 
agencies and limited access of the 
government mechanisms and systems to 
promote safe migration in the villages have 
led to the migrants starting their migration 
journey through extra-legal channels- the 
unregistered intermediaries, who then 
connect them to recruitment agencies for 
further process. Perhaps this references the 
trust that people have for agents because they 
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are local and part of the migrants’ 
community. This trust has been referenced by 
migrants in interviews and conversely, the 
lack of trust they have for the government. 
The proliferation of agents, who function 
outside the legal mechanisms leads to limited 
access to information by the migrants, non-
compliance of government requirements, 
illegal activities, high cost and time 
consuming which compounds their 
vulnerability in the migration process. 
CONCLUSION 
This study has attempted to understand the 
gaps and challenges of existing policies and 
practices that influence regular and irregular 
labour migration processes from the source 
country perspective of Bangladesh. This 
study also attempts to shed light on the 
informal intermediaries who play a vital yet 
unrecognized role in the migration process. 
The study found that the most productive 
years of a labour migrant’s life is spent in the 
destination countries as relatively younger 
people, tend to migrate for jobs abroad. The 
decision-making process to migrate is 
multidimensional and complex. The 
respondents were migrating due to a 
combination of structural and situational 
realities including economic and non-
economic factors. However, an 
overwhelming majority in cited economic 
gains as the most important factor. Economic 
factors included attainment of financial 
solvency, low income and savings, poverty 
alleviation, unemployment at home, clearing 
debt and low business profits. Non-economic 
factors included adverse social and/or 
political conditions at home, perceived 
favorable conditions abroad, inducement by 
agents, family and friends, and political 
instability. 
There is a growing recognition that if 
migration takes place under conditions of 
safety and dignity then it accrues benefit to 
the migrants as well as source and host areas. 
It is therefore necessary that countries of the 
region go beyond viewing migrants as 
sources for harnessing of remittances and 
acknowledge their positive contribution. The 
government should provide procedural and 
structural support for improved governance 
of this sector from socio-economic and 
political cost and gains of labour migration in 
relation to the country’s overall development. 
In all three countries the recruiting agencies 
have become an important stakeholder in 
labour migration. However, in many 
instances migrants become victims of fraud 
and irregularities committed by the agencies. 
The government institutions and regulations 
cannot always provide appropriate redress to 
the victims of irregularities committed by the 
agencies. There is a strong case for reviewing 
the existing laws, regulations and 
institutional framework to effectively 
regulate the recruiting agencies within the 
larger framework of governance and human 
security in all five countries. An important 
element of such change would be to ensure 
that proactive measures are taken by the 
government against recruiting agencies 
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promoting illegal practices and irregularities 
in the migration process. 
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